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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Friday, May 27th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Wendy Keller, Manager for
the Controller’s Office in the College Accounting at Utah State University. This is another oral
history interview for the COVID Collection Project.
Good morning Ms. Keller.

WK:

Good morning, Todd.

TW:

So let’s begin by asking when you started your career at Utah State University and the various
positions you’ve held during your USU career.

WK:

Okay. I was born and raised in Logan. I graduated from USU in 1998 with a degree in
Accounting. After graduation I worked in the College of Business Advising Office for a little
over a year. And then I left USU and went out to work for a company in Logan for my first
accounting position. Four years later I ended up coming back to the Controller’s Office, so in
November of 2004, I returned to USU.
I started as a sponsored program accountant, and I worked doing that for six years. In June of
2010, I switched over to the College Accounting side and started helping with the annual report.
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Two years after that, I became the manager of College Accounting. So, from 2012 through today,
that’s where I’m at.
[01:56]
TW:

And, before the COVID outbreak and the subsequent two-year plus pandemic, what exactly were
the major initiatives, strategies, priorities that the Controller’s Office was working on from
maybe, let’s say, the fall 2019, early 2020 calendar?

WK:

Okay. So, for my specific area, our main objective is to create the annual financial report and go
through an annual financial audit by the State Auditor’s Office. We also provide support and
training to Business Services all across campus. Right before the pandemic started, GASB, which
is the Governmental Accounting Standards Board, they had put out a big statement regarding
leases and how we account for them.
I was heavily involved in gathering up all our leases and creating a new process to identify new
leases when they were approved. We had to figure out how we were going to change accounting
for them in Banner to make the annual report correct. The leases were no longer going to be
expensed as they had been. They were going to turn into a liability with an intangible right-to-use
asset when USU is the lessee and an accounts receivable and deferred inflow when USU is the
lessor. So that’s a lot of detail you probably don’t want to know.
TW: No, that gives an idea where you were in your world in the spring semester of 2020, news
on the international/national stage of a virus that originated in China and soon spread to other
countries around the world arrived in the United States in late January of 2020. I am curious what
exactly was the news that the Controller’s Office heard, and what were the early discussions that
you and your staff had about how it might impact your work?

[04:01]
WK:

Well, I don’t recall any big discussion, other than just watching the events. There were several of
us that had training scheduled, so we were curious what was going to happen with that, especially
towards the beginning of March. We had started hearing things were being canceled, and I
specifically had a conference in the second week of March that was being put on in Hawaii, a
WACUBO [Western Association of College and University Business Officers] Conference. And,
personally, I also had a trip planned to Italy. Obviously, the Italy trip got cancelled.
The WACUBO conference did end up getting canceled. But I had already planned to take my
spouse and kids, so we went anyway. Some tourist things were closed, like the hike to Diamond
Head, but Pearl Harbor was still open and we were able to go out to the memorial and into the
museum. Flights started being canceled and restaurants started closing. I know the University
was trying to get all of their employees home from wherever they were across the world. You
know, we have researchers all over the world and students and employees at conferences and
studying abroad, so I know they were busy – our travel office - was busy helping get people
home.
[05:47]
We were able to change our flight and came home from Hawaii early. But it was interesting while
we were there, the shelves were emptying, just like here in Logan. The restaurants started closing
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so we were only able to get takeout on our last day. People were panicking, I think. I felt panic
around me, you know. My mother was certainly panicked, worried we weren’t going to get home.
[Laughs] So it was a little unnerving. Well, that’s a personal note, but –
TW:

No, that’s fine. So then you got home. But, by that point, had classes – had the decision been
made to move classes to remote only? And were you and your staff asked to start working
remotely from home? And what were some of the new initiatives that Controller’s Office might
have inherited based on some of the new parameters that the university was working under?

WK:

So we got home on Thursday. And over that weekend it was when they – if I recall right the
timing, that weekend is when they said, “Don’t come back to work. Classes are going to online,
canceled, whatever.” And I never went back to work in the office. So that was good and bad. But,
you know, that was when we all had to start setting up a home office and getting internet, getting
extra computers, screens, whatever, available at home.

[07:43]
I worked with my group to make sure they had everything they needed to enable them to work
from home. And we had to – well, we didn’t have Zoom right off. We had WebEx or something,
so we all had to learn how to run the news tools. We had in person trainings planned for Business
Services, so we had to figure out how to still provide the training using WebEx and help from IT.
TW:

And how often do you meet with your staff? And what were some of the – were there any new
initiatives? Or were you just really trying to figure out this new work-from-home circumstance
and how to get all your folks connected with the equipment, the internet, furniture, so that they
could work comfortably and efficiently from home?

WK:

Right at first, it really was just setting them up to work from home. I just have a small group in
the Controller’s Office, so I really just worked with them to get everything settled and worked
with the Purchasing people to make sure they had what they needed. My group stayed working
pretty normal. Right? It’s March. We’re getting ready for yearend. We have to do all this extra
review stuff for yearend, so we really just focused on that. My biggest project related to COVID
was – Greg Lowry and I – we were heavily involved in how to account for this new money that
was coming in to the University from the CARES Act.

[09:34]
An organization called NACUBO, which is the National Association of College and University
Business Officers, they had put out some guidance on how to account for this money, whether it
was going to be operating revenue, non-operating revenue, whether it was going to be expense or
a loss of revenue, that kind of thing. And so we worked – I spent most of my time with Greg
working on how to really account for the CARES money and bring it into the University financial
records. We worked with Financial Aid quite a bit to figure out detail codes and how to get them
set up so the accounting came in appropriately to the Finance side of Banner just to make sure all
the accounting on the backend worked.
TW:

And so, on the frontend – I’m sure you were working with the folks on the frontend – some of
that work, did it have to do with refunding students monies for USU housing or any of the student
fees that are associated with the Rec Center, because they were leaving campus and going home?
What were some of the requests that you were receiving? I mean, in the background.
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WK:

So that first semester, we ended up refunding housing deposits, dining meal plans, things like
that. We did not refund any student fees that semester. We just left everything as is. It was in the
fall semester of 2020 that we gave the $150 reduction in fee to help offset the money that did not
get refunded in the spring semester.

[11:36]
I also sit on the Course Fee Committee for the University, and we had a few requests for course
fees to be refunded because their field trips had been canceled or things like that. Those decisions
were made at a higher level than the Committee, but they were the only requests that I was
involved in or heard about.
TW:

I know that there were a lot of extra expenses related to COVID for supplies, like cleaning
supplies, hand sanitizer KN95 masks, and Plexiglas and extra cleaner. Was there any discussion
early in the spring or the summer of 2020 about how to account for that and where those funds
would come from as far as payment?

WK:

I think the majority of those conversations were held with Dave Cowley at his level. I do know
that they had Facilities coordinate the purchase of the majority of the supplies, and then
departments requisitioned them from Facilities to stock their departments. But I was not involved
in that kind of thing. And I believe they just used the CARES money and we expensed it as it
happened.

TW:

And did your office handle the accounting of those expenditures for reporting purposes for, I
guess, whatever entities we’ve had to report at the state or federal levels?

[13:31]
WK:

Mostly Jennifer Jenkins’ area (Sponsored Programs Accounting) handled that, because the money
came in as sponsored projects and that’s outside of my realm. But the expenses were really just
put in Banner. I believe we set up a separate expense account code for the actual expenses. We
had a new revenue and a new expense account code related to COVID. We tried to get campus to
use those. That was part of some of the training we had with campus Business Services people.
But Jenny is really the one who tracked the COVID money in minute detail in her area. She is the
one who did the reports. And I can tell you where they are on the COVID website. But I’ll send
you the link.

TW:

Thank you. Are there any other actions or activities or initiatives during the spring and summer of
2020 where the Controller’s Office was involved in the response to or helping lessen the impact
of COVID at Utah State University?

WK:

I’m sure that there were other areas involved. Purchasing I’m sure was heavily involved. I know
Travel was involved. I’m sure that the Controller’s Office did a lot. But I am just in one little
small area of the Controller’s Office, so I’m going to say, yes, we did a lot. I just don’t know
what it all was. [Laughs]

TW:

Fair enough. Fair enough. So the decision was made for the students to return to the Logan
campus in June of 2020. Were there any things that your office did in preparation for the
academic year of 2020-2021 related to COVID?

[15:41]
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WK:

I don’t think they came back in June, did they?

TW:

No, the decision was made in June of 2020 that the students returned for the fall semester.

WK:

In the fall. Okay, yes, correct.

TW:

Were there any things that the Controller’s Office or that you and your staff worked on, either in
response to or to lessen the impact of COVID at Utah State University?

WK:

You know, we just did what all the other departments did with signage and setting up Plexiglas
and things like that to help with social distancing. Most of us were still at home. The Controller’s
Office does not deal a whole lot with students directly, so from my perspective, we did not – the
student side of COVID didn’t really affect us specifically. We deal more with faculty, staff, and
auditors. I can’t really speak to what the student effect was.

TW:

Well, what about the student – or the faculty and staff side of things? What parts of the school
year of 2020-2021 did your office work on that was related to COVID?

WK:

Well, I can say what we didn’t get to work on, because our IT ServiceNow resources were 100%
directed to COVID. Some of our projects to automate things and streamline processes were
definitely put on hold, because all of IT was focused on COVID and setting up reporting and
different kinds of processes for tracking COVID expenses.

[17:46]
So that is more what I didn’t get to do. As far as faculty, you know, I mentioned that they were all
over the world researching and things like that so a lot of their research got put on hold. That
affected all the grants coming in. COVID also affected financial aid money coming in. I don’t
know if this is the time you want to mention it, but the state funding budget was also cut in FY20.
TW:

Right. They met and reduced – and I know there was an exercise that Dave Cowley asked all the
financial officers around campus to look at a two, five, and ten percent cut, I believe. Did your
office have anything to do with working with the financial officers on any of that?

WK:

Not that, specifically. We are involved in drawing the money from the state so we had to change
our draw schedule to get funding. You know, they lowered our E&G budget by close to $15
million that first year, which causes cash flow issues and things. We were part of that side of it,
and then preparing the draws for the following year to get the lost money back as soon as
possible. The following year, the state increased the budget or gave it back to us, basically. So
just figuring out the cash flow for the University was our biggest part in the budget cuts.

[19:36]
TW:

Is there anything else about that first full year of the pandemic and what your office might have
worked on related to COVID? You know, it could be response. It could be related directly or
indirectly to, you know, the COVID impact at USU?

WK:

Just a funny side note. As you set up home offices, right? – you forget to forward your phone or
your email. Your internet service at home isn’t as reliable as it may need to be. We have all those
kinds of problems to deal with that we aren’t used to. People think that someone’s got COVID
because they won’t answer their phone, when really, they just forgot to forward it. We all got
COVID. My entire team, except one person, got COVID. She still has not got it to this day, but
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all of us were affected with it. Each of us had different symptoms, which was very interesting.
We are all sick of wearing masks, just like everyone – the majority of the world, right?
TW:

Yep.

WK:

Yeah, I don’t have too much, other than the auditing and reporting side. The auditors, the state
auditors, spend a lot of time auditing the CARES money, and that they’re just now finishing up
FY21’s audit on the CARES money. I have our total awarded amounts and our total spent from
those three CARES initiatives. But we got more money than that in. A lot of departments
received grants from agencies that had also been given CARES money and then just flowed the
money down to USU. So, again, that’s mostly tracked through Jenny’s area, but I am aware of
some of the specific grant money we got.

[21:50]
TW:

Okay. And so I guess I’ll just jump down, because I imagine the second year of the pandemic was
pretty much like the first, other than what you’ve already spoken to. Were there any specific
operating functions or processes that the COVID pandemic forced your office to change that you
find is just going to be permanent change, long after the COVID pandemic’s over, that you just –
you and your staff like operating in the new ways?

WK:

Several of my staff loved staying home, myself included. And it’s been very nice, especially to
have the flexibility in order to stay home or come to work, like if you have appointments or
whatever. I really like that. I hope we get to continue that. I have several of my group who
absolutely want to come to work every single day, and they never really left. And so I think
everyone has their own preference. But I really hope that we get to keep that. I also know that
during COVID and being able to remote work, there was a lot of people who moved, either into
other areas of the state or even across the country.

[23:23]
And when the president announced it was time to come back to the office, they weren’t able to,
because they no longer lived here. That brought about the telework policies and the options to
work out of state and the whole process that’s being put into place now of each department
having to pay for an out-of-state employee. That has caused payroll to change greatly for the
University. We have to now register and pay tax in every state we have employees – I believe
today we’re in 28 states.
TW:
WK:

Wow.

And I would imagine we’ll have them in the majority of the states shortly. So that has changed,
and that will increase the work for Payroll immensely, filing taxes in every state. I know that the
tax part also had a big impact on the student side with reporting on 1098-Ts for all this COVID
money and getting it right on their 1098-T schedules for their taxes. And I know there was a big
change in that. There was – I’m trying to think if there’s something else. Not off the top of my
head, I can’t come up with anything else.

[25:05]
TW:

You know, it’s been two-plus years. How would you gauge you and your staff’s mettle of
wellness? With all the challenges and the stress and the changes that we’ve all had to contend
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with, did everybody fare okay? Or were there struggles at some time? Are there any lasting
impacts due to COVID?
WK:

Yes, I think there are some lasting impacts, some good, some not. All of my team have our
offices in one little hall in the Controller’s Office. We’re very close-knit. It was a big change not
to see everyone every day. We started having a weekly staff meeting on Zoom that we could just
really visit, catch up with people’s lives, and spend the time staying in contact with people.
That was really our only contact with each other. And so, although not a lot of work was
discussed specifically, it was just keeping the connection and talking about what people were
doing in personal life and work. But I really had to make the concerted effort to keep my group
together. And, you know, I think a couple of my team have really struggled being home away
from the social aspect of work and people – or now being home with the entire family 100% of
the time. Others of them have done great.

[26:55]
Each one of us have had different effects of having COVID. One of my guys, he has still not
regained his taste and smell, and I think he had COVID like eight months ago or something. So
that’s still an issue. Just crazy. Another woman in our office has developed some really, really
bad medical conditions from COVID, and it’s debilitating. There’s been a lot of health things for
different people.
TW:

Is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences or your staff’s experiences with
the COVID pandemic at Utah State University?

WK:

I’m glad we’re on the downside. I hope it doesn’t pick up again. I hope we – I would love the
world to just return to normal, and I would love to be able to get my trip back to Italy. [Laughs] I
think it’s made us more aware of what and how germs spread and how much effect they can
cause on our lives.
But I don’t think we needed to shut everything down– maybe we over-panicked, but that is just
my personal opinion. I think it was very dramatic and maybe not as necessary as it was believed
to have been. But I’m not a scientist. I’m an accountant. I don’t really know all the right answers,
I’m sure there was reasons behind the shutdowns. But I’m glad it’s on the downside. I hope I
never have to wear a mask on a plane again or anywhere else for that matter.

[28:50]
TW:

Ms. Keller, I’d like to thank you for your time this morning discussing your experiences during
the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

WK:

Thank you very much for having me. I hope it was beneficial to somebody someday.

[End recording – 29:03]
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